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To the Honorable the Senate and 

Hows? of Representatives of the State of Louisiana .- 

The Joint Resolution No. 105, approved March 10th, 1858, appoints 
the State Engineer and the Commissioners of the several Swamp Land 
Districts Commissioners to inquire into tin- propriety of dispensing with 
the Interna! Improvement Department, and in case the Department 
should be dispensed with, also to inquire what disposition .should be 
made of the slaves and other property ol the State now under the charge 
of the Suite Engineer. 

Tin? resolution provides, us a second matter, that the said Commis- 
sioners inquire into the expediency of uniting the Interna) Improvement 
and Swamp Land Board in one single system, so as to embrace the ob- 
jects of both Departments. 

Under the iirst part Of the resolution, the Commissioners liave come to 
the unanimous oonelnshiii tliat there is " no propriety in dispensing with 
the Internal Improvement Department." They beg leave to give some of 
(he reasons winch have led to this decision. The State now owns, ac- 
cording to the annual report of the Stale Engineer, ninety slaves and 
live enftg and dredge basts, besides the equipments tor the boats, and 
other property at the State Capital. The Engineer Department has, be- 
sides, under its control, five runaway slaves, received in accordance with 
law from the depot for runaway slaves at Baton Rouge. For the main- 
tenance and management of this force of slaves and boats, and all inciden- 
tal expenses OUd salaries of all officers, the yearly appropriations amount 
to $35,500; that is, there is an appropriation of $22,800 for the current ex- 
penses of ihr serviri', and another of $13,1100 for the salaries of officers and 
incidental expenses of office. With his officers, slaves, boats and funds 
above mentioned, the State Engineer has to execute all the works ordered 
by (he Legislature for the improvement of navigation m all the streams 



of the State that are navigable or susceptible of being made so. 
He has fo construct public roads and to make all surveys and examina- 
tions necessary for tiie prosecution of his labors or the information of the 
Legislature. The works arc of such a character that they cannot be 
carried on without the use of boats and machinery, and there is, ley I'm*, 
more to be done than is sufficient to keep the forces in <-oitstan( employment. 
fu fact, there never will be a time when we will have completed the im- 
provement of our streams. It must lie noticed, also, that many circum* 
Stances occur during the year which call for work at unexpected times 
and places. It is impossible to foresee and provide for these circum- 
stances by furnishing other menus of operation, lint we shall go one 
step farther, ami say that the Engineer Department, on Account of the 
character "f works done, is the most effective anil economical system 

that can he adopted. Practice and experience into the improvements is 
absolutely accessary for their prosccntiou, A stream cannot be cleared 
of its obstructions without boats and machinery specially adapted for 
the purpose, and it is impossible to make any correct estimate of this 
labors necessary lo inuk<'ii stream navigable Here ii is not like building* 
a levee or digging a canal, and many other matters : tin; work is not 
■ouumrttblr ; it cannot bi* Pleasured Itefore it is couooeueed, and cannot, 
in most east's, be measured after it is finished. One snag is invisible 
and may be afterwards found ; its removal may occasion a hundred times 

i v labor than fifty others, and if is often the case that the work done 

iu removing one snag leaves no visible traces, \Ve only Uluttratt by 
speaking of snags ■ any uth(r obstructions might have been instanced. 
It must, therefore, be our conclusion, that as we can make no correct 
estimates, we necessarily could not make correct contracts. We would 
bo in danger of either giving too much or not enough. In the first case, 
we would lie squandering money ; in the second, the work would be im- 
perfectly done or would stop before its completion, Bui let us proceed. 
We set it down as not requiring demonstration, that stave labor U the 
surest and cheapest, It is the surest, because we have if entirely under 
our control • it is the cheapest, as is proven by the fact that every planter 
buys his own laborers. Hut placing the cost of State slave labor at the 
same rates as that of white men — placing, in this respect, all things equal, 
we still advance, and shall demonstrate that the present, system is, by 
far, the cheapest under another point of view. The only other system 
that could be adopted would be that of letting all works by contracts. 
As before slated, the improvements of our streams cannot lie made with- 
out tin- aid of boats and machinery. The first Btep, therefore, that a 
contractor would have to take, would be to procure a boat and the neces- 
sary apparatus, This would at once bring on him, even before bo has 
commenced his operations, a very heavy outlay. When his work is com- 
pleted lie has a useless boat, which he invariably has to sell off at very 



great sacrifices, The natural and inevitable consequence is, that he will, 
in fixing the amounts of hi a bids, place them high enough to compensate him 
for all losses and leave him a profit. This profit must also be counted its an 
extra charge. When the State does a work withjher own forces no profit 
ensues ; hut a contractor must have one. Besides, la many cases, and in 
fact in all cases, when the contract would amount to a sum under twen- 
ty thousand dollars, no contractor can undertake a job with safety, lie 
would have to lay otil the amount of his contract in preparations for his 
work". For this, also, he will rerpiire remuneration, l>y enhancing his bids. 
It will Vie noticed that we enter thus far into no comparison of the ab- 
solute cost of labor under the two systems. We have admitted them to be 
the same, and yet we have altvudy given sufficient reasons to establish that 
the contract system must he the must expensive cam to (he State. We 
now go farther, and say that, if all the works done yearly by the Engi- 
neer Department. R as lei out \t\ contract, the appropriations for them 
would have to beat least flnoJik the present expenditures. Tins i.s a 
declaration thai searcely cm nei'd demonstration, lint put liny aside the 
ijiieisliiiii of economy, we fwsort that the works done under the present 
system must be letter dOMO llian U&dot the system of contracts. And we 
sustain our sl^^l-i 1 t it >n by savin;: that it must be evident that our mana- 
gers and other officers have no interest whatever in doing their work im- 
perfectly ; they have, mi the contrary, everything to gain, and nothingto 
lose, in doing it well. Is il so with a contractor ? And have we not 
given above suHicienl reason to show that, innler certain circumstances, 
lie wmild he either liirced to slight his work or ahaudon it. incompleted'/ 

Without going farther into arguments to establish the inexpediency of 
parting with the slaves, boats and other properly of the Engineer De- 
partment; we state that we cannot see that a more effective system could 
be established than the present one. We speak of it in its general fea- 
tures ; it has the elements of efficiency. It will] be Been behiw that we 
present for consideration some modifications. 

It has not been supposed by this,cominisshm that, in desiring to abol- 
ish the Engineer Department, any one had intended that all the works on 

our streams should &lg< ase to go on. We concluded that the intjm'ry 

of the Legislature was not that these works Might be abandoned, but only 
if it was not practicable and more expedient to prosecute them other- 
wise. Surely no one would have the boldness to say to the people that 
they must no longer expect the State to improve their streams and roads, 
\Vc have thought that the improvements must go on. Wo are aware 
that the Internal Improvement Kimd of the Treasury, from which the En- 
gineer Department is supplied, cannot much longer support it, and it does 
not come within the duty of this commission to advise in what manner 
the fund should be kept up. Wc say that the improvement? must go on, 
and since they must go on, the providing of the means is a necessary con- 
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sequence, ami tin- only remaining question is : *' What tyttem wtilrequin 

thi < leti.it ww?" Wc> 1 )i ■) ic n i tl i ; 1 1 \ re 1 1 : i ve i 's t : ilj I i si u •< 1 t J I .'I . t 1 1 i n t of 1 1 ; i v i 1 1 g 

State brats, machinery unci slaves is tin 1 most economical. IT the State 

would Imilil inure 1 units and ) i live 1 1 cittc more slaves, the system would 

soon give evidence that it is the correct one, l>y giviog general satisfaction, 

Wi; now pass to Eho consideration of the second part of the joint 
resolution, which requires cm inquiry into the expediency of uniting the 
Swamp Land Board and the State Engineer's Departinenl in one system, 
embracing tho objects uf both. 

The Swamp Land Board Inis (in its duties, the reclamation and 
drainage of lands, act J carries on its works In using the funds 
arising from the sales of lands donated to I he State )<x the United States, 
under Acts of Congress of 1849 and 1850. Those laws make itimpmw 

tive on the State to use the m ys accruing from these lands for the 

special purpose for which they were denoted, and the present State Con- 
stitution has solemnly recognized this condition. (See Constitution, 
General I'm visions, Act. 128.) 

This of itself would seem to |)q a good reason to assign the roelanm- 
Lion and drainage of lands to a distinct Department. But there is also 
the additional consideration, that the Lwo Departments have very different 
objects; and bosidas, each has as much to do as it can perform. The 
question is, could one Department fulfil the duties of bath ; or could it 
do so without having l he works of one kind to interfere with the 
other ? 

However, as it mriy occur sometimes, that the work done by one De- 
partment may come in contact with that of the ether, ;iod as the informa- 
tions and knowledge <>f the two miisi often lie of mutual advantage, 
this commission have agreed to present with this report a few sugge«. 
turns, that may be incorporated io thehiws now organising the Depart- 
ments. We suggest, 

1st. That tho State Engineer lie appointed f, , v the Governor, as now 
in the ease ; I mi that he be appointed during the Hist, session of each 
administration, for the term of four years, and that he take his office 
on the first day of April following his appointment and confirmation. 

2d. That the State Engineer he made esr-afficto President of the 
Hoard of Swamp Land Commissioners, with nothing hut a casting vote 
at meetings of said Hoard ; except in all cases where there may he it 

conflict of o | >e ca lions of the two Depart cits, when he will have the right 

of discussion ami a vote. In the same manner, when his projected works 
may interfere with those of the Swamp Land I Joan!, In; shall submit his 
designs to the joint Board, and the Swamp Land Commissioners shall 
have the. right of discussion and a vote. 

3d. That the Stato Engineer, besides being the custodian of the 
records, etc., of his own Department, shall also he that of the records, 
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etc., of the Swamp Land Board. He shall keep the papers of the two 
Departments separate al) d distinct ; shall be responsible for their safe- 
keeping and order ; and he shall, tit all times, be ready to furnish nil 
information that may be asked for from either of the Departments, 

The above suggestions embrace the only union of the two Depart- 
ments that this commission have agreed to recommend. It is lelt to the 
Legislature to provide for all details Of law. 

The Commissioners have, from what precedes, fulfilled what they deem 
strictly their duties under the Joint Resolution 105. Bat they hare be- 
lieved that, on account of thoir positions as Swamp Land Commissioners 
and Stafu Engineer, and on account of tlio. feeling that now exists, that 
something should lie done bo- afford security against Mississippi over- 
do ws ; they may be expected, or at least permitted, to express their views 
with respect to a move efficient levee system. 

The present system of levees is now bricflj this, viz. ; All the levees 
in the State, with (he exception of those placed by law in a levee district 
above Bed River, are under the control of the authorities of the several 
parishes, or, in other words, the several parishes are authorized by law, 
through the Pol ice J uries, t< < enact all ordinances necessary to the building 
and keeping up of levees. Practically, the levees have been, heretofore, 
under the control of local authorities ; and farther, they have been built 
and kept up at Ihe individual espouse, either in labor or money, of the 
front or riparian proprietor. It is useless to explain here how the old 
Spanish laws, which granted to Settlers on the hanks of Streams posses- 
si' hi of the lands they protected by levees, although just in former times, 
and in force to-day, have become moat unjust. It must he admitted by 
all, that there eau be no justice ui requiring that the riparian proprietor 
should alone bear the burden of the leveoe, when the rear proprietor is 
fully us much, and even more interested in being secured from overflows. 
Hut the justice or injustice of the present system is not its greatest de- 
lect After years and years of dibits under it, it must he admitted that 
we have very little more protection at the present time than half a cen- 
tury figi. All past experiences leach that that there are some radical 
defects in the system. Voiir commission are of opinion that these defects 
will be removed by placing all levees under the superintendence of 
officers who, by their appointment, position and authority, shall be inde- 
pendent uf ull influences, and who shall be clothed with full powers to act 
with decision, vigor and dispatch, under all circumstances. To create 
such officers, we see but one way that will he effective. It is to divide 
the inundating lands into levee districts, and leave it to the Governor to 
appoint, with the sanction of tin- Senate, a Superintendent or Con inim- 
sioner for each District. This officer will have the appointment of all 
sub-officers. lie shall be clothed with full powers to locate, alter, 
repair, etc., all levees in his district: in fact, to do all work that may be 
necessary to establish substantial and secure levees throughout his dis- 
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trict. The only case iu which ho would not have plenary powers might 
be, when a proprietor would enter before him a formal complaint that he 
is aggrieved by the location of a levee In such case, the Commissioner 
would appoint one arbitrator, the proprietor one, and those two a third ; 
this Board should have final decision in the case. But even a formal 
complaint should in it delay I ho work beyond the time which the Commis- 
sioner would himself fix ; and hi all cases, he can go on even before the 
arbitrators have rendered a decision, should lie deem a delay danger- 
ous. His power a should extend, also, to all ditches necessary to a 
proper drainage of all levees. Alt the District Commissioners should 
constitute a Board, (Levee Board,) for mutual consultation on general 
subjects ; but any one Commissioner should have power to do any work 
which be may project, h ifbont being compelled to obtain the sanction 
of the Board. The Board should lie compelled to keep their centra! 
office in Baton Ronge, and the Stale Engineer should be the custodian of 
the records, documents, etc., of the Board. It is probable that at first 
the Swamp Land Commissioners, as at pro Stmt organised, could properly 

be made Levee Commissioners ; s mdly, the present district division 

might also be preserved, unlil sneli inf'.nmiiinn In- obtained by (he Levee 
Commissioners as would be ft guide to another division. 

With respect to the mean* (hat would he necessary hi carry on the 
the levee system, we suggest the following plan, We construe the Acts 
of Congress donating Swamp Lands to the Slate as having in view nil 
levees, and thai there can he nothing unconstitutional in applying a 
proper portion ol til© Swamp Land 1'und to the construction and keep- 
ing up of all levees under a general system. As a matter of course, 
only a portion of the Fund could he so applied ; a due part must !»• re- 
served tor tin 1 works of interior drainage. Pfir Ihe raising of additional 
means, we must recti miend thai an ml rtilomu- tax lie laid 11(1011 all lauds 
subject to overflow; this tax to he os&Cftflod and collected in the same 
manner as other taxes for Die Si ale, and to he paid into the Stale Treas- 
ury, hi constitute what would he styled the Tut: Lrvrk 1'Ynh. 

It would probably bejttsi U> enact, that all moneys thus obtained from 
ouedislricl should belong especially to Ihal distriei., ami could not he 

used by another. 

All moneys drawn by a Commissioner, should he ou his warrant, prop- 
erly approved and audited. 

[a conclusion, the undersigned have to express their n.gret that, on 
account of severe illness, the Commissioner of the Third Swamp Land 
District, has not been able to join them in making this report. 

(Signed) A. 1 H'PLANTIER, Com'r 1st District. 

L. CALDWELL, '< 2d 

I-:. B. TOWNB, * 4th 

LOUIS HEBERT, State Engineer. 
Baton- Eol*ok, January 21st, 1860. 



